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Abstract
This study aims to investigate the characteristics of student engagement in a local public university. Student engagement 
refers to the concept of “students learn from what they do in college” and has been in literature for more than 70 years. A
survey form adapted from College Student Experience Questionnaire (CSEQ) was distributed to a total of 64 first and second 
year students. This study employed descriptive research design as to address the research objectives, namely to identify the 
characteristics of student engagement and to differentiate student background characteristics, including year of study and 
gender, of student engagement based on five indices. The results of the study indicated that students scored high intermediate
on the level of student engagement. Further investigation on the five indices of student engagement revealed that students
rated highest on “life-long learning” index, followed by the indices of “active learning”, “cooperation among students”, 
“experience with diversity” and lastly was “student-faculty interaction” index. While comparing the student engagement and 
its indices across year of study and gender, the empirical study revealed that there was no significant difference on year of
study. However, females showed significantly more engagement than males. The same result applied for “active learning” and 
“experience with diversity” indices. As a result, some suggestions have been given to address the issues raised as to further 
enhance the “student-faculty interaction” and the solutions for relatively low engagement of male students.
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1. Introduction
Recent investigations showed that higher education institutions are facing more signs of disengagement
or lack of commitment rather than engagement (Kazmi, 2010; McInnis, 2001; Astin, 1998). Studies in Australia
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and United States indicated that the level of engagement in higher education is declining; undergraduates are 
becoming less involved with university, or not as excellent as previous generation. Similarly, students found that 
they are not motivated to study and unable to manage with the study workload (McInnis, 2001). Astin (1998) and 
his colleagues also observed that students spend less time to seek teachers’ advice, more cases of “oversleeping” 
and “missing class” take place instead; they also become materialistic and expect university to assist them in 
achieving instrumental goals. In other words, there are more students who graduate with higher grades but doing 
less (Kuh, 1998). 
Despite widespread of student engagement concept in the higher learning institutions in USA and Canada 
(Kazmi, 2010), the discussion of this concept just begin in other parts of the world, such as Australia (Griffin et 
al., 2003). The research deals directly with student engagement in Malaysian public universities are even scant. 
However, based on the constructs of student engagement such as “student-faculty interaction” and “active 
learning”, the same scenario of disengagement can be observed in Malaysian context. Thang (2009, 2005, 2001), 
Thang and Azarina Alias (2007) have found that the majority of students in public and private universities of 
Malaysia experienced basically teacher-centered learning process and lacked personal autonomy. This finding is 
in line with the research results saying that Asian students have been pronouced with their low level of in-class 
participation (Dasari, 2009; Tani, 2005). Zainal Abidin Sayadin (2007) also revealed that less than 20% of 
students asked questions to the lecturers during class. Siti Maziha and Nik Suryani (2011) further define the term 
“negatively passive participation” as quiet; not concern about class activities; not interested in the lessons and 
remain in their own world. However, without the straightforward measurement on student engagement, no actual 
or definite description can be made on the level of engagement of our students. This study perhaps will give a 
better idea on student engagement in public higher institutions and filling the gap of research studies. 
2. Concept and Importance of Student Engagement in Higher Education 
The concept of student engagement has been in literature for more than 70 years according to Kuh (2009). It 
appears in different terminologies but referred to the same concept, that is “students learn from what they do in 
college” (Pike & Kuh, 2005, p186). Student engagement has growing important in serving twofold of higher 
education objectives: the institution and the individual development. At institutional level, there are certain 
positive policies and practices highly associated with student engagement which directly increase institutional 
productivity (Kuh & Hu, 2001). Perhaps the well-known set of principles in highlighting the good practices in 
higher education institutions is the “Seven principles for good practice in undergraduate education” (Chickering 
& Gamson, 1987). These identified principles are (1) encourages contacts between students and faculty; (2) 
develops reciprocity and cooperation among students; (3) active learning techniques; (4) prompt feedback; (5) 
time on task; (6) communicates high expectations; and (7) respects diverse talents and ways of learning. These 
principles are so profound in underpinning the development of the concept for student engagement. 
On the other hand, students, if fully engaged with those facilities and opportunities provided by higher 
institutions, will maximize their learning, grade and personal development (Kuh, Chen & Laird, 2007; Carini, 
Kuh & Klein, 2006). The concept of student engagement has also been treated as the solution to lower graduation 
rate of low income and first-generation college students (Engle & Tinto, 2008). Some studies examine the 
relationship between student engagement and persistence (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 2000). Others 
conclude that engaging in various educational activities will affect the quality of after college life in a positive 
way (Kuh, 2009; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 
2.1. Student engagement and year of study 
Pace (1990, 1982) has revealed that qualiy of effort increases as the year of study increases. This finding was 
supported in Hu and Kuh’s (2002) study. Pike and Kuh (2005, p190) also argued that year of study would cause 
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differences on the anaysis of student engagement because seniors have more experiences with the variety of 
college activities. However, Errey and Wood (2010) came out with a contradict finding concluded that students 
became less engaged towards the end of their programme, and first year students were normally “highly engaged” 
compared with their seniors. Nevertheless, Errey and Wood (2010) developed their own item scales in measuring 
student engagement. Therefore, their results have to read with cautious because the scales used were different 
with the definition of student engagement in current study. 
Krause et al. (2003) while investigating the nature of students’ out-of-class peer interactions which formed 
one of the indices in student engagement, revealed that first year students collaborated significantly higher with 
peer about course projects and assignments more than second and third (final) year counterparts. Second year 
students collaborated significantly less with other two years of students. They named this “second year slump” 
because second year students are more at ease in the study environment of universities according to their 
argument.  
Zhao, Kuh and Carini (2005) came out with a thorough analysis on first and senior year students. They found 
that first-year students scored higher in students interactions with faculty, supportive campus environment, 
diversity, and community service; whereas seniors scored higher in academic challenge, active and collaborative 
learning, and computer technology. The patterns of student engagement was reasonable as first-year students, 
especially international students may get more attention and support from campus staff and faculty members. As 
the year progresses, their experience in academic related indices would increase compared when they first 
enrolled in university. This is in line with the earlier findings of Pace (1990, 1982). However, the mean score for 
relaxing and socializing vary between local and international students indicated students tend to be more adapted 
to the cultural milieu. 
2.2. Student engagement and gender 
Pace (1990) found that there were no major differences between the quality of effort or student engagement 
invested by men and women, therefore there were also no major differences for progression towards various 
goals across gender. Zhao, Carini and Kuh (2005) also reported no clear relationship between gender and student 
engagement, they reported sometimes males scored higher in student engagement whereas at other time females 
showed more engagement. However, Hu and Kuh (2002) found that male students were either disengaged or 
highly engaged compared with female students, suggesting a curvilinear relationship between being male and 
level of engagement. In contrast, Kuh (2003) reported females averagely scored higher than males. 
Some studies conducted the research on particular indices or facets of student engagement. Hafeez and 
Mardell (2007) revealed that female students’ relationship with peer contributed to positive academic 
achievement, whereas males’ interaction with peer influence their academic achievement negatively. Conversely, 
Krause et a.l (2003) pointed out that there were no significant gender differences in peer out-of-class interactions. 
However, Krause et al. (2003) did find that females socialised slightly more than males regarding course-related 
problems or when they needed to borrow course materias; whereas males normally interacted with peers for 
studying, working or discussing for test, project and assignment. Tison et al. (2011) reported that the relationship 
between gender and student engagement is related to the facets or indices of student engagement. 
 
3. Research Objectives 
 
This study aims to investigate the characteristics of student engagement across year of study and gender in a 
local research university. Specifically, the objectives of this study are: 
1) to identify the characteristics of student engagement based on five indices. 
2) to differentiate student background characteristics, including year of study and gender, of student 
engagement based on five indices. 





This study was conducted at one of the research universities in Malaysia. The research method employed is 
descriptive research design with questionnaire survey. A total of 64 undergraduates (first year = 20, and second 
year = 44) were randomly selected from educational related course offered in University Putra Malaysia (UPM) 
to participate in this study. The subjects comprised of 18 (28%) males and 46 (72%) females. In order to secure 
responses, the questionnaire was administered during class session. 
4.2. Instrumentation 
The measurement of student engagement in this study is based on the questionnaire structure of College 
Student Experiences Questionnaire (CSEQ). CSEQ was developed by Robert Pace and first administered in 1979 
(Gonyea et al., 2003). Researchers reconstructed the items in CSEQ and grouped them into five indices, namely 
“student-faculty interaction” (Sfi), “active learning” (Al), “cooperative among students” (Cas), “life-long 
learning” (Lll), and “experiences with diversity” (Ewd). This study used the modified version of questionnaire 
with focuses on these five indices which sufficiently reflect the engagement level of students in higher learning 
institutions. 
The measurement model of the student engagement is shown as below.  
 
Fig. 1. Measurement model of student engagement  
The five indices shown in the measurement are observed variables. For each index, eight measurement items 
will be used to measure the index. Subsequently, researchers employed all items in adapted CSEQ to test its 
reliability in the Malaysian context in this study. The Cronbach’s alpha for five indices of student engagement are 
shown in Table 1. According to DeVellis (2003), ideally, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of a scale should be 
above 0.7. Therefore, the current alpha value exceeding 0.7 is considered satisfactory. 
Table 1. Cronbachs’ alpha for student engagement 
Concept  Items  Alpha value 
Student Engagement 
     Student-faculty interaction (Sfi) 
     Cooperation among students (Cas) 
     Active learning (Al) 
     Life-long learning (Lll) 
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4.3. Limitations 
There are few limitations in our current research. Firstly, CSEQ is a self-reporting instrument which may 
subject to the risk of possible distribution errors. A briefing was given to the participants as to reduce this 
concern. Secondly, this instrument was newly introduced into local context; some of the activities stated in the 
questionnaire may be interpreted differently by our local students. Expert opinions have been taken into 
consideration in order to adapt this instrument to suit the local culture. Thirdly, the sample and institution 
involved in this study was rather small, hence the findings should be read with cautious to avoid over-
generalization. 
5. Findings 
5.1. The characteristics of student engagement based on five indices 
To address the first objective of this study, namely to identify the characteristics of student engagement based 
on five indices was analyzed using descriptive statistic. Findings in Table 2 indicate that the overall score of 
students on student engagement is high intermediate (M=3.61) according to the interpretation of Likert’s 5-scale 
mean values (Nunally, 1978; Stuffebeam Daniel, 1972). Students scored highest on the index of life-long 
learning (M=3.86), followed by active learning (M=3.83), cooperation among students (M=3.66), experience with 
diversity (M=3.43) and lastly is student-faculty interaction (M=3.27). 
Table 2.  Distribution of student engagement 
Descriptive Statistics Variables 
Sfi Cas Al Lll Ewd SE 
Mean 3.27 3.66 3.83 3.86 3.43 3.61 
Standard deviation 0.74 0.60 0.62 0.54 0.66 0.53 
Note: N = 64; SE = Student Engagement; Sfi = Student-faculty interaction; Cas = Cooperation amongst students; Al = Active learning; Lll = 
Life-long learning; Ewd = Experience with diversity. 
5.2. The differentiation between student background characteristics including year of study and gender of student 
engagement based on five indices. 
Table 3 highlights the scores regarding five indices of student engagement in bold. The findings indicate that 
students scored higher in “life-long learning” across gender and year of study. The only exception was female 
students’ rating patterns. The result indicates that they scored high in “active learning” (Mf = 4.0). Besides, the 
findings in mean scores also revealed that second year students scored higher in almost all facets of students 
engagement except the index of “experience with diversity” (M1 = 3.51; M2 = 3.40); whereas female students 
overwhelmed male students in all facets of student engagement. This is in line with the findings of Kuh (2003) 
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Table 3. Scores of the five indices of student engagement based on student background characteristics 
   Variables 
Student groups  SE Sfi Cas Al Lll Ewd 
First year Mean 3.56 3.24 3.61 3.73 3.73 3.51 
 Standard deviation 0.42 0.56 0.46 0.50 0.56 0.59 
Second year Mean 3.63 3.28 3.68 3.88 3.92 3.40 
 Standard deviation 0.58 0.82 0.66 0.66 0.53 0.69 
Male Mean 3.35 3.01 3.42 3.40 3.76 3.15 
 Standard deviation 0.55 0.77 0.59 0.64 0.54 0.66 
Female Mean 3.71 3.37 3.74 4.00 3.90 3.55 
 Standard deviation 0.49 0.72 0.58 0.53 0.54 0.62 
Note: N = 64; SE = Student Engagement; Sfi = Student-faculty interaction; Cas = Cooperation amongst students; Al = Active learning; Lll = 
Life-long learning; Ewd = Experience with diversity. 
Tables 4 and 5 further revealed the differences between index scores of student engagement across year of 
study and gender. In Table 4, the focus of discussion was to determine whether there is any difference in the 
mean of student engagement scores for first and second year students. As mentioned in Table 3 that the mean 
scores for most of the indices scores in student engagement for second year students are higher than first year 
students, except for index “experience with diversity”. An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare 
the mean of these indices score for first year and second year students. There was no significant difference in the 
mean student engagement score for first year students (M = 3.56, SD = .42) and second year students [M = 3.63, 
SD = .58; t (62) = -0.486, p = .629]. There were also no significant results found for all indices, indicating no 
difference of these indices between years of study. 
Table 4. Independent sample t-test analysis for student engagement with year of study. 
 
Levene's Test for 
Equality of Variances t-test for Equality of Means 







95% Confidence Interval of 
the Difference 
Lower Upper 




.082 -.486 62 .629 -.06989 .14391 -.35757 .21779
Equal variances 
not assumed   
-.544 49.107 .589 -.06989 .12837 -.32784 .18807
Note: N = 64; SE = Student Engagement. The statistics for other indices are not shown as no significant results found. 
 
In Table 5, a question was asked to determine whether there is any difference in the mean of student 
engagement and its indices scores for male and female students. A quick check of Table 3 indicated that the mean 
student engagement and all its indices scores for female students are higher than male students. An independent-
samples t-test was conducted to compare the mean student engagement score for female and male students. There 
was significant difference in the mean student engagement score for female students (M = 3.71, SD = .49) and 
male students [M = 3.35, SD = .55; t (62) = -2.580, p = .012]. An inspection of the two means suggests that the 
female students were more engaged in their study compared to the male students. Comparing the eta-squared (η2) 
value obtained (η2 = 0.0969) to Cohen (1988) criteria (0.01 = small effect, 0.06 = moderate effect, and 0.14 = 
large effect), it is very obvious that the effect size of .0969 obtained is considered to be moderate. In other words, 
only 9.69 (.0969 x 100%) per cent of the variance in student engagement score is explained by gender. 
Besides, there was also significant difference in the mean “active learning” index score for female students (M 
= 4.00, SD = .53) and male students [M = 3.40, SD = .64; t (62) = -3.838, p = .0001]; and “experience with 
diversity” index score for female students (M = 3.55, SD = .62) and male students [M = 3.15, SD = .66; t (62) = -
2.268, p = .027]. Inspections of the two means for “active learning” and “experience with diversity” suggested 
148   H.C. Teoh et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  90 ( 2013 )  142 – 151 
 
that the female students were more engaged in their “active learning” and “experience with diversity” compared 
to the male students. The magnitude of the differences in the means was large for “active learning” (η2   = .1919) 
and moderate for “experience with diversity” (η2   = .0766) according to Cohen (1988) criteria. 
Table 5. Independent sample t-test analysis for the five indices of student engagement with gender. 
 
Levene's Test for 
Equality of Variances t-test for Equality of Means 







95% Confidence Interval of 
the Difference 
Lower Upper 
SE Equal variances 
assumed 
.024 .877 -2.580 62 .012a -.36443 .14126 -.64680 -.08206 
Equal variances 
not assumed   
-2.467 28.503 .020 -.36443 .14775 -.66683 -.06203 
Al Equal variances 
assumed 
.477 .492 -3.838 62 .000b -.59722 .15561 -.90829 -.28616 
Equal variances 
not assumed   
-3.517 26.434 .002 -.59722 .16982 -.94601 -.24843 
Ewd Equal variances 
assumed 
.044 .835 -2.268 62 .027a -.40036 .17650 -.75318 -.04755 
Equal variances 
not assumed   
-2.210 29.550 .035 -.40036 .18112 -.77050 -.03022 
Note: N = 64; SE = Student Engagement; Al = Active learning; Lll = Life-long learning; Ewd = Experience with diversity. The statistics of 
other indices are not shown as no significant results found. 
a Correlation is significant at 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
b Correlation is significant at 0.001 level (2-tailed) 
6. Discussion 
The results of current study have demonstrated that most of the students scored higher in student engagement.  
This finding is different from the previous studies who argued that Malaysian students are lack of personal 
autonomy (Thang, 2009; 2005; 2001; Thang & Azarina Alias, 2007) and low level of class participation (Zainal 
Abidin Sayadin, 2007). As student engagement is a term that represents the quality of effort and level of 
involvement in undergraduate studies (Kuh, 2009), therefore Carini, Kuh and Klein (2006, p.2) stating the 
premise of student engagement is perhaps self-evident, meaning students’ involvement to study or practice a 
subject is positively related to their interest in the subject. The assumption of measuring student engagement is 
indirectly measuring the cognitive and personal development student collegiate experiences (Pascarella, Seifert & 
Blaich, 2010).  
There were some studies which gave hints to the findings of current study. Anis Maesin et al. (2009) in their 
study revealed that all the undergraduates preferred to participate in collaborative learning during their English 
lessons. This is in line with the result of high intermediate score for cooperation among students in this study. Siti 
Maziha and Nik Suryani (2011) have found that only 3.6% of undergraduates were classified as “passive 
participants” who only present in class but without involvement during lecture. The other undergraduates were 
etiher actively interact with  faculty members and classmates or participate when directed by lecturers. Hence, 
students who remain silence and quiet during lecture does not mean that they have not invested their time and 
effort in study. In other words, student engagement provided the students with wider spectra to evaluate their 
involvement by taking into consideration factors such as their willingness to take part in discussion, activities in 
and out of classroom, nervousness in self-expression and language barrier especially in English medium 
classroom (Zainal Abidin Sayadin, 2007). 
In CSEQ, we measured the indices of student-faculty interaction, active learning, cooperation among students, 
life-long learning and experience with diversity for student engagement. In this study, students scored highest on 
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the index of life-long learning. The index of life-long learning relates to the ability of discovering, synthesizing, 
and applying new information in respond to emerging problems; self-reflection and problem solving; to 
appreciate knowledge; and to cooperate with different kinds of people (Gonyea et al., 2003). This index is crucial 
as the information is changing every day. Therefore, the employers today are not interested in how much a 
graduate knows, but more concern about their abilities as a knowledge seeker, user and builder. One of the issues 
relates to student engagement is employability of graduate students (Latisha Asmaak & Surina, 2010). By putting 
their time and effort in mastering the employability skills, this engaged group may secure a better future and 
career opportunity after their graduation. 
The lowest score among these indices is student-faculty interaction. According to Gonyea et al., (2003), this 
index is in line with the ĀSeven Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education” (Chickering & 
Gamson, 1987). If faculty and administrators practice good values to foster student learning, students will 
respond with better performance and lead to desired outcomes such as increasing their competency and social 
skills. Hence, the finding of this study has reminded us to review the interaction between the faculty members 
and students such as academic, personal or career assistance.  
The findings of this study did not support the notion that student engagement differs as the year of study 
increases. This deviation may be caused by the year of study involved is rather closer to each other and the 
sample size used is relatively small. Nevertheless, the descriptive statistics shown has indicated second year 
students scored higher in all indices of student engagement except “experience with diversity” (see Table 3). This 
trend still provides us that senior students in Malaysia are more engaged in their collegiate experience compared 
to first year students (Pike & Kuh, 2005; Zhao, Kuh & Carini, 2005; Hu & Kuh, 2002; Pace, 1990; 1982). 
However, since the “experiences with diversity” is so much relevant in our multicultural and multiethnic society, 
the decline of this index score as the study year progresses should alarm us with the practice of racial, cultural 
and religion harmony at university level. Furthermore, the development of globalization and global village 
concept with the advance communication and transportation system, demanded the graduate to become a good 
team player for his or her career advancement.  
Apparently, female students showed more engagement in their study compared to their male counterparts. 
This finding is in line with what Kuh (2003) reported in his study that females averagely scored higher than 
males. Furthermore, a study in 2008 also reported that the graduation rates in most of G-8 countries were higher 
for females than males in academic higher education (Miller & Warren, 2011). This is not surprising as student 
engagement will directly affect the performance of students and their graduation in higher education (Kuh, Chen 
& Nelson Laird, 2007; Carini, Kuh & Klein, 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 2000). A further 
investigation in this study revealed that females showed significant higher score on “active learning” and 
“experience with diversity”. To inspect the contributors for these differences, the measurement items for both 
indices have been examined. Several items have been identified as significantly differentiated the perception of 
gender on student engagement. For “active learning”, females showed more proactive behaviour for five out of 
eight activities stated in the questionnaire. Females tended to ask a librarian or staff member for help in finding 
information on some topics; contributed to class discussions; read articles or books about personal growth, self-
improvement, or social development. All these activities are in line with the characteristics of active participation. 
For “experience with diversity”, females easily became familiar with students from another countries or from 
different races or ethnics compared with males. This is in line with Krause et al. (2003) findings indicated that 
females socialised better than males. Therefore, the main contributing factors to the gender differences on student 
engagement in this study were the proactive attitude of females toward learning and their socialised ability. 
Conversely, there were no differences on the facets of “student-faculty interaction”, “coopereration among 
students” and “life-long learning” between gender. 
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7. Conclusion and suggestions 
This study provided evidence that the score of student engagement is high intermediate among students in 
Malaysia (Table 2). All the indices of student engagement are in a satisfactory level. Hence, it is important to 
ensure the student engagement can be properly directed to the accumulation of experiences, enhancement of 
knowledge and character building among undergraduate. Factors such as imaginative teaching practice, prompt 
feedback to student work, react fairly to students’ performance and suitable course design will encourage 
involvement and commitment of students in their study.  
A review on the student-faculty interaction should be conducted to inspect the reasons of the low score rated 
by students. Chickering and Gamson (1987) in their discussion on “seven principles of good practice” have 
placed the frequent student-faculty contact in and out of classes as the most important factor contributing to the 
motivation and involvement of students.  As to enhance the student-faculty interaction, the administrators in 
universities may organize freshman seminar, form discussion group led by senior faculty members, diminishing 
the bureaucracy practice in providing assistance to students and encourage “resource group” between faculty 
members and students (Chickering & Gamson, 1987). 
Besides, study on males’ engagement as to find out more information about their engagement characteristics is 
necessary. The faculty members needed to take into the consideration of this gender differences while planning 
their syllabus and teaching activities.  
As the sample and institution involved in this study was rather small and limited, the investigation of student 
engagement based on five indices should be applied to a large pool of students and to different types of higher 
institutions in future research. The findings from those studies may enhance our understanding on the 
characteristics of student engagement and help to identify suitable approaches to enhance their engagement level. 
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